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Ch. 7: “Teaching Strategies”

This chapter was very enlightening to me.  I had a vague idea of the different teaching strategies but didn’t really understand the characteristics and uses of each one.  I can see now how expository, guided discovery, discussion, and problem-based learning each have distinctive traits and are appropriate for certain objectives.  I also learned that it is a good idea to use all of these at one time or another in order to vary my lessons and make the class more interesting for my students.

Expository teaching is probably what comes most naturally to me.  Its straightforward nature appeals to me because I like being able to organize and plan out exactly how the class will go.  For example, I like the idea of preparing transparencies, lecturing on a topic, doing some sample problems for the students, then setting them loose to practice their newly-acquired skills.  This seems to be the simplest and quickest way to teach.  I understand, however, that it is not always the most effective way to teach.

I have often used guided discovery with my own son.  I imagine most parents (at least, most mothers) probably end up doing this naturally to some extent: developmentally, our kids simply don’t have the vocabulary, background knowledge, and maturity to simply pick up what we say when we “lecture.”  We have to find a way to begin from their level and ask them questions that make them think about the subject.  I may be over-generalizing – I’d be interested in what other parents have to say about this.

Based on the examples in our text and in the exercises, I can see how a guided discovery lesson can be more fruitful than direct instruction; however, as others have pointed out, there is often such a large volume of material to cover that it may not be a practical lesson type to use frequently.  As a compromise, I think we can incorporate at least some of the principles in any kind of class by answering student questions in a “guided discovery” way.  

Discussions are probably my lesson format of choice, particularly for AP English students.  The best learning I ever got in a classroom was in my graduate English courses at UTA.  We were expected to read the material outside of class and be adequately prepared for discussion.  In class, we sat around a conference table and spent probably 98% of the time discussing what we read, with very little interference from the professor.  The professor would gently guide the discussion in order to bring up important points or bring us back from la-la land when we went on wild tangents.  Otherwise, he or she allowed us to explore the texts and share ideas freely.  This is obviously a tactic best used with highly-motivated students; on the other hand, I think it would work with almost any classroom if the topic were personally interesting enough to the students.  I expect to use both whole-class and small-group discussions in my class regularly.  I believe it helps students learn to think on their feet, think through their half-formed ideas, defend their opinions, develop speaking and listening skills, and so forth.  I don’t know who said it (I’m sure it was some wise Greek rhetorician), but I firmly believe that our thoughts and ideas must be written down or spoken, debated, and defended before we can really know what it is we believe.  (That is why I also plan to incorporate truly obscene amounts of writing in my classes as well.)  Have you ever spoken or written down one of your previously-unspoken thoughts, only to draw back immediately in chagrin at how childish or illogical it sounds in the light of day?  Think about that one for a little while.

I like the idea of problem-based learning, but I don’t have a lot of experience with it in a language arts setting.  I will need to study these methods further.  I have seen a few applications of this method before and would like to see what else I can come up with.  For example (and I think this example was actually discussed in the book), freshman composition classes usually do an inquiry project on advertising to determine marketing tactics and so forth.  Also, when I took Structure of Modern English, we did a project on preposition use that was pretty interesting.  We had to construct a series of sentences that contained prepositions, then remove the prepositions and have our subjects fill in the blanks for phase 1.  For phase 2, we collated the responses and used them as multiple-choice answers.  New subjects were to choose which word they thought fit best.  The purpose of the project was to help us understand the different types of prepositions and determine their properties and uses.  We started out with some hypotheses about the kinds of answers we’d receive and the sorts of variables that might affect the results, and after completing the study, we had to write up a report which compared our hypotheses to the actual results.  We drew conclusions and discussed what we had learned.  These problem-based projects were a lot of fun and taught us a lot, so I’d like to figure out ways to incorporate something similar with my high school students.

Each of these teaching methods would work in my classroom, so I plan to seek out more information on how to apply them to topics in language arts.  I think varying my lesson structures will help keep my students interested and will appeal to different learning styles.

